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PREFACE

The Rand Corporation is providing analytical support to the Assis-
tant Chief of Staff/Intelligence, Hy USAF, on a variety of subjects of
concern to the Air Force. This report is a contribution to that effort.
It was inspired by a recent issue of the Soviet Air Force monthly, Aui-
atsiia i kosmonavtika (Aviation and Cosmonautics), which featured a
two-part commentary on air operations in the June 1982 Leba:on war.
Unlike most material in that publication, this item seemed interesting
enough to warrant a closer reading. The result persuaded the present
author to translate the piece so that its contents might be shared with
a wiuer audience. The article oifers numerous insights into the way
the Soviets have interpreted (and, in some cases, misinterpreted) the
operational implications of the Beka’a Valley experience.

This report presents a full translation of that article (see Appendix),
along with a detailed analysis that evaluates its conclusions against the
backdrop of actual combat events over Lebanon and the Soviet propa-
ganda depiction of the war. The translation reflects a best attempt to
convert the Soviet writer’s convoluted Russian into digestible “fighter
pilotese.” Nevertheless, it retains much of the stilted quality charac-
teristic of Soviet military writing. Likewise, the section on the Beka'a
Valley ventures a best effort to reconstruct Israeli operations from
available open-source materials. Given the incomplete and uncon-
firmed nature of so much of that “evidence,” however, the author lays
no claim to offering a definitive account of what actually took piace.
Readers with more authoritative knowledge will know where the dis-
cussion is right or wrong on specific points of intarpretation. In all
events, its intent is merely to provide enough backgrourc on the basics
to permit ¢n educated reading of the Soviet article.

This work was supported by a concept-development mreject under
Rand's Project AIR FORCE research program on Nauicnal Security
S:rategies. it should be of interest to Air Force officerz concerned with
fighter tactics development, Isracii air combat experience, and trends
in Soviet tactical air warfare capability.
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SUMMARY

The September and October 1983 issues of Aviatsiia i kosmonautika,
the Soviet Air Force monthly. featured a two-part article by Colonel V.
Dubrov on Israeli air operations in the Lebanon war. In contrast to
routine Soviet propaganda, this discussion is a dispassionate rendering
of combat events. Its author is a prominent Soviet spokesman on air
warfare. His intent is to identify the main tactical innovations
employed by the Israeli Air Force (IAF) and offer appropriate opera-
tional conclusions to Soviet aircrews.

Dubrov cites the following as the most notable lessons of interest
from the Beka'a Valley experience:

¢ The increased freedom of maneuver gained by detaching air
superiority fighters from direct escort of strike formations and
putting them in separate combat air patrols.

o The vulnerability of airborne command posts to enemy fighters
and surface-to-air missiles (SAMs).

¢ The value of communications and radar jamming for destroying
enemy situation awareness.

o The ability of fighters with extended-range radars to operate in
a tactical Airborne Warning and Control System (AWACS)
mode.

¢ The diminished relichility of radar conirol over fighters as the
depth of air operatiuns into enemy territory increases.

All these points have relevance te Soviet operations planning for
Europe and other theaters. Their appearance in Dubrov’s analysis sug-
gests that they may be iopics uf more extensive debate within the
Soviet fighter community.

Of greater interest are those sspects of the Lebanon war left unmen-
tioned by Dubrov. For all his consideration of formations, ingress
techniques, and relate: operational matters, he does not address the
IAF’s attack on Syria's SA-6 sites in the Beka'a Valley. He is also
silent on the Syrien Air Force's evtensive MiG losses. Despite his pro-
fessional tone and the unusual detail he provides, Dubrov is obviously
not telling Soviet aircrews the whole story. Indeed, it is possible that
he himself does not know it.

Dubrov severely misconstrues ti2 Lebanon air experience on two
counts. First, in discussing combat air patrol techniques, he exag-
gerates the importunce of the lsraeli E-2C and wrongly insists that
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offensive fighter sweeps are impossible without the support of airborne
control platforms. His tendency to regard AWACS aircraft as little
more than airborne Ground-Controlled Intercept (GCI) sites may
reflect the traditional Soviet obsession with control. Whatever the
cage, it misinterprets the way the IAF employed its E-2C and overlooks
the considerable autonomous search capability of the F-15. This sug-
gests that the Soviets may not be in a hurry to abandon their tradi-
tional reliance on GCI close control in favor of more independent
operations, even after they acquire the MiG-29 and SU-27 in large
numbers.

Second, Dubrov is fundamentaliy off the mark in his treatment of
all-aspect missiles. He notes that Israeli forward-hemisphere attacks
were the exception to the rule. From this, he concludes that the all-
aspect threat does not yet warrant any changes in Soviet training and
tactics. It may be true that the IAF took only a few front-aspect shots
against the Syrians with the AIM-7F and AIM-9L. Nevertheless, both
missiles can be employed effectively in that manner. If Soviet pilots
genuinely believe and are prepared tc act on what they have been told
by Dubrov, this can only come as good news to their American and
NATO counterparts.

All in all, the Soviets are as capable as we are of reading the techni-
cal results of the Lebanese war and drawing appropriate technical con-
clusions. Yet they may have been less successful in comprehending the
larger significance of the Beka'a Valley outcome. In the end, the Syri-
ans were not defeated by any particular Isracli weapon or combination
of technical assets. What made the critical difference was the IAF’s
constant retention of the initiative and its clear superiority in ieader-
ship, organization, tactical adroitness, and adaptability. This i3 the
overarching “lesson” of enduring merit from the war—and the last one
the Soviets seem close to recognizing and assimilating.

None of this shouvld be read as an excuse to underestimate Soviet
military power. Because of their quantitative strength, offer;sive pro-
clivities, and apparent indifference to attrition, the Soviets have the
capacity to create major problems for NATO, whatever tactical
weaknesses they may suffer at the unit level. Nevertneless, the notion
that “you fight like you train” applies to the Soviets no less than it
does to ourselves. However impressive the emerging Soviet tactical air
posture may appear on paper, the individual Soviet pilot has s consid-
erable way to go before he will be able to employ that equipment to its
fullest potential.
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I. INTRODUCTION

The September and October 1983 issues of Aviatsiia i kosmonavtika
(Aviation and Cosmonautics), the monthly periodical of the Soviet Air
Force, featured a two-part srticle by Colonel V. Dubrov entitled “Avia-
tion in the Lebanca Conflict.” (A full translation is attached to this
report =5 sn Appendix.) Published mcre than a year after the devas-
tating Israeli Air Force offensive against Syrian SA-6s and MiGs over
the Beka'a Valley in June 1982, this article is the first sustained treat-
inent of the Lebanese air war 10 have appeared in the Soviet literature.
The only commentary on those events that had previously been made
available to Soviet readers was routine Soviet propaganda excoriating
Israel’s “air piracy” and grossly distorting its portrayal so as to reflect
favorably on Syria’s performance. Dubrov’s article, by contrast, offers
a more dispassionate and professional treatment of combat events, with
the avowed purpose of highlighting the various tactical innovations
they encompassed and drawing appropriate operational conclusions for
Soviet aircrews. Although it repeatedly cites “foreign military
observers” and “the foreign press” (a common Soviet usage when sensi-
tive topics are being discussed), his article appears to contain a good
deal of material that does not derive from the Western literature. This
suggests that Dubrov’s remarks indeed reflect, at least in part, indepen-
dent Soviet impressions and interpretations.

It is noteworthy that Colonel Dubrov wrote this product. He is
plainly a prolific Soviet commentator on aerial warfare matters. Many
USAF readers will recognize him immediately as the author of the ear-
lier Aviatsiia i kosmonavtika series entitled “How Has Air Combat
Changed?”! That series continues to stand as one of the most thorough
and up-to-date Soviet open-source discuasions of air-to-air combat
theory and practice. Its publication established Dubrov as 2 prominent
Soviet Air Force spokesman on air combat tactics development.

Why did the Soviets take so long to produce this “professional” ren-
dition of the Lebanese air war (as opposed vo the usual propaganda
caricature)? Numerous high-level Soviet teams had long before visited

These articles, published in 1978, deal successively with the search, closing, attack,
maneuver, and disengagement phases of an air battle. In consonance with well-known
Soviet operational practice, they place heavy stress on the importance of GCI directives
in shaping the contours of the engagement. Full translations may be found in The Scviet
Awareness Red Eagle Reader (Washington: Directorate of Soviet Affairs, U.S. Air Force
intelligence Service, 1980), pp. 30-79. For a brief condensation, see USAF Fighter
Weapons Review, Spring 1981, pp. 23-27.
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Syria to gather combat data, beginning with the delegation led by
Colonel General Yu:asov that arrived in Damascus only four days fol-
lowing the Beka'a Valley shootout. A plausible answer might be that
the Soviets were s0 perturbed by the poor showing of their weaponry in
Syrian hands that it took them that long to arrive at an agreed
interpretation to communicate to their own people.

Perhape a better question might be why the Soviets felt obliged to
comment on Israeli air employment in Lebanon at all. There is no
doubt that they were embarrassed severely by the defeat the Israelis
deslt the Syrians as a result of their superior equipment, tactics, and
pilot proficiency. Given this deep-seated Soviet sensitivity, might it
not have been easier just to let the whole sorry episode go unmen-
tioned?

The problem with this approach almost certainly involved an abid-
ing uneasiness at the highest echelons of the Soviet Air Force as to
whether rank-and-file Soviet officers would long believe the prop-
aganda line they had been fed in the wake of the Beka’'a Valley cam-
paign. It is no secret among Soviet fighter pilots that the Syrians are
anything but accomplished air tacticians. The operational prowess of
the Ieraeli Air Force is equally well known. Given the widespread
appreciation of this reality that underlies the cover story Soviet audi-
ences are routinely told about the Middle East air balance, the initial
wave of propaganda that so blatantly misrepresented Syrian combat
performance must have met with disbelief on the part of many
thoughtful Soviet military personnel.? When one further considers how
fast rumors tend to spread in a country like the Scviet Union where
information flow is so tightly regimented, one can imagine the pres-
sures the Soviet Air Force must have felt to put forward at least some
“official” accounting of what happened in the skies over Lebanon in
June 1982—if only to help offset the corrosive effects of uncontrolled
gossip.

This report describes how the Soviets have presented the Lebanon
air war to their own pilots. Dubrov’s article may or may not accurately
reflect the more fine-grained impressions privately diawn by high-level
Soviet officials from their battle data collection in 1982. It does, how-
ever, embody the perspective the Sovieta have chosen to convey for

3There is good reason to suspect that Soviet pilots routinely dismiss much of what
they hear from the propaganda mill. In this regard, Lieutenant Viktor Belanio {the
former Soviet Foxbat pilot) recounted having been told once by his superiorn at the
Armavir flight school that USAF “Wild Weasel” pilots were willing to fly on SAM
suppression missions over North Vietnam only because they were sither well-paid mer-
oenaries or under the influence of narcutics. He said he helieved neither story and
instead folt nothing but admiration for those aircrews. John Barron, MiG Pilot (New
York: Readers Digest Press, 1980) p. 157.
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broader consumption. As we shall see, it is an image largely devoid of
routine ideological fulmination. Nevertheless. it remains highly selec-
tive in the events it reports and is pervaded with glaring omissions and
occasional gross misrepresentations. Furthermore, some of the key
“lessons” it cites from its given examples of Israeli force employment
appear to be fundamentally misconstrued. Is Colonel Dubrov, knowing
better, holding forth a purposely skewed account aimed at reassuring
his readers? Or has he genuinely misinterpreted the significance of the
Israeli weapons and tactics employed by looking at them through the
distorting lens of Soviet military style? We will speculate on this ques-
tion below. Before turning to the Dubrov article directly, however, it
would seem worthwhile first to present the actual highlights of Israeli
air combat over Lebanon as best we can from available evidence, and
then review the Soviet propaganda depiction of that combat which pre-
ceded the publication of Colonel Dubrov’s account.
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II. HIGHLIGHTS OF THE BEKA’A VALLEY
AIR CAMPAIGN

Any attempt to reconstruct Israeli air operations cver L.ebanon must
first recognize that the Israelis have treated this subject as highly clas-
sified and have said little in public about what actually happened.
Because of this circumspecticn, available information is both fragmen-
tary and inconsistent, leaving us with no reliable way of distinguishing
fact from hearsay and opinion.

The Israeli Defense Force (IDF) has always been extremely
security-conscious. lndeed, we cannot rule out the possibility that
much of the press comment that has appeared on the Beka’a Valley
operation has been a product of intentional Israeli disinformation, both
to protect the more sensitive aspecis of IAF operational tactics and
perhaps also to exaggerate the image of Israel’'s combat prowess for its
psychopolitical effect. Nevertheless, there is enough evidence—starting
with the more obvious results of the campaign and the well-known
array of equipment the IAF had at its disposal—for us to assemble at
least a rough-order portrait of how events probably unfolded.

To summarize the origins of the conflict, an assassination attempt
in May 1982 against the Israeli ambassador to I.ondon (which left him
gravely wounded) prompted limited Israeli retaliatory strikes against
Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) positions in southern
Lebanon. This action, in turn, triggered intensive PLO shelling
against Israeli civilian settlements in Galilee and further occasioned a
substantial reinforcing of existing Syrian SA-6 missile emplacements in
the Beka’a Valiey, the first of which had been deployed to Lebanon on
April 29 the previous year.

Using these developments as a pretext, the IDF on June 6 launched
what it labeled “Operation Peace for Galilee,” a massive combined-
arms assault intended to destroy the PLO as a military force and neu-
tralize any Syrian combat assets in Lebanon that might interfere with
that effort.! The air portion of this campaign began three days later
with a coordinated surprise attack against the Syrian SA-6 network in
the Beka’a Valley. This was immediately followed by an intense aerial

Por a thorough, if sympathetic, description of the Israeli raticnale for this operation,
sce Avner Yaniv and Robert J. Lieber, “Personal Whim or Strategic Imperative? The
Israeli Invasion of Lebanon,” International Security, Fall 1983, pp. 117-142. A more crit-
ical account is offered in Amos Perlmutter, “Begin's Rhetoric and Sharon's Tactics,”
Foreign Affairs, Fall 1982, pp. 67-83.
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showdown between Israeli and Syrian fighters, in what has been widely
acclaimed as the largest single air battle since World War II.

THE SAM SUPPRESSION PHASE

For understandable reasons, the IAF was strongly inclined to destroy
the Syrian SA-6 sites immediately upon their initial emplacement in
April 1981. That departure from the status quo was typical of the
ambiguous enemy provocations that have routinely caused the IDF to
agonize over whether to preempt decisively and accept the ensuing
diplomatic consequences or else tolerate the provocation and perhaps
incur a long-term military disadvantage as a result. In this case, the
IAF was probably torn between a natural desire tc take prompt action
and concern that by doing so, it might compromise its SAM-
suppression tactics that could prove critical to Israeli success in a later
and more serious confrontation with the Syrians.? The issue was
resolved in favor of attacking, and the Begin government authorized
the IAF to proceed with mission planning. Before the operation could
be carried out, however, a heavy cloud cover moved into the target area
and obliged the IAF to wait. By the time the weather cleared, U.S.
diplomatic efforts to mediate the conflict had begun in earnest. This
forestalled any immediate resumption of strike preparations.’

The resultant delay gave the IAF over a year to amass tacuical intel-
ligence on the Syrian SA-6 positions and refine its attack pla:is.* The
latter included, by some accounts, extensive rehearsal sorties against
simulated SA-6 sites in the Negev desert.> Once the day of the strike
arrived, the IAF commanded an excellent threat picture, a cadre of
highly experienced and well-prepared aircrews, and a tactical repertoire
precisely tailored to the operational situation.

2See John Yunna. “Those SAM Missiles in Lebanon—Why Israel Would Be Willing
To Risk 8 War To Get Them Qut,” Christian Science Monitor, May 15, 1981.

3The IAF had been puised on April 30 to attack the three Syrian SA-6 hatteries that
were then in Lebanon but was forced to postpone the mission three times in four hours
because of weather complications. Prime Minister Begin later noted that the strike
would have occurred the following day had the United States not apoealed for a delay.
See David K. Shipler, “Begin Says Syrians Have Increased Missiles in Lebanon and ¢n
Border,” New York Times, May 12, 1981,

‘Short of destroying the missiles, the IAF continued to monitor their activity through
overflights by Mastiff and Firebee drones, occasionally drawing Syrian fire. It also con-
ducted low-level supersonic fighter passes cver the emplacements in an effort to keep
pressurc on the Syrians. Both activities provided valuable target data for IAF mission
planners. See “Israeli Drones Keep an Electronic Eye on the Arabs,” New York Times,
May 23, 1981, and “Syris Vows to Maintain SAM Sites,” New Ynrk Times, May 31,
1881.

S“Mismatch in the Sky,” Newsweek, June 21, 1982.
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